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Biological soil crusts are extensive but little-known topsoil microbial
ecosystems that encompass complete terrestrial carbon cycles. They
become biogeochemically relevant under extreme conditions of aridity,
where plants falter. They constitute treatable model systems for the
integrative deployment of "omics" approaches in search of a mechanistic
understanding of microbial community functioning. If successful, this may
lead us to an increased explanatory and predictive ability of
biogeochemical cycling in the environment. They constitute the main study
subject of a recently initiated LDRD at Lawrence Berkeley Lab.

| will review aspects of the basic ecology and microbiology of biological soil
crusts, and speak to the potential of these communities as models for
integrative carbon cycle research.
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